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Sample Facilitator Stor 


Shared by Lisa Quay, Executive Director of Student Experience 
Research Network, 2018 


| want to tell you the story of one of the many reasons why | put my 
hand down and why I’m here today. And that is because I’m not a 
physicist—because | never became a physicist. 


When I was in 12* grade, | fell in love with physics. Our class was 
dynamic and interesting, we had a teacher Dr. P who wore a real lab 
coat every day and pushed us to think about physical phenomena with 
lots of hands-on activities. | remember those experiments, making 
predictions, crashing demo cars into each other, and recording data on 
giant old PCs. 


The only other experiment | remember in detail from my short-lived 
career as an aspiring physicist is the one that led me down a path that 
took me out of the field. 


| went to college thinking | would become a physicist. | signed up for all 
the right classes. When | showed up the first day, | remember noticing 
that unlike in high school, there were only a handful of other women in 
the 60-person lecture. And | noticed that | didn’t look like them, | stuck 
out. 


It wasn’t easy for me — | struggled a lot. | didn’t do well on a lot of tests, 
and | was already feeling like “what had I gotten myself into?” when 
this other memorable experiment happened. 


So in spring semester, I’m in lab class. My professor had assigned me 
and the only other woman in my section, Michelle, to be lab partners. 
We’d become friends by then. And | remember this day so vividly, 
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which is saying something because | don’t remember a lot from 
growing up. But | even remember what | was wearing this day—all the 
way down to the jean skirt that my mom made in the 70s. So | go to lab, 
and we’re doing an experiment where you launch these balls of 
different sizes and densities and predict how far they'll travel and how 
long it'll take them to fall into a vat of sand. Classic mechanics. 


Like usual, Michelle and | finish the experiment, get everything down in 
our lab notebooks. And at the end of the class, the professor says to us 
in front of everyone, “Lisa and Michelle, | need you to come to my 
office after class.” 


| start freaking out. We walk down the long hall to his office after class, 
my stomach in knots, and he says to us “You are talking too much in 
lab, you need to not chat so much and focus on the experiments.” 


| want to fall through the floor. I’m mortified. With 15 years of 
hindsight, I’m like “maybe the only reason you could tell we were 
chatting is because we’re the only ones with female voices in the room 
that you can distinguish amidst everyone!” 


But you better believe that after that experience, | didn’t say a peep in 
my physics classes or lab. | didn’t ask questions in class or volunteer 
answers. | just put my head down and tried to eke out a passing grade. 
And when it came to the end of the semester, when we were signing up 
for classes for the fall, | thought “you know, maybe I’m just not cut out 
for physics, maybe it’s just not for me.” So | signed up for sociology 
instead. 


Now I know there are many other things that could’ve happened to 
lead me not to get a physics degree or become a physicist. 
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But | also know that | am NOT a physicist because of that indelible 
moment. And everything that came before it—the questions, the worry 
about not getting it, the not fitting in and feeling like | was going to be 
judged and seen as stupid. 


And everything that came after it—the no way am | signing up to do 
research with these faculty when the email invite went around that 
spring, the not going to office hours to ask questions when | was super 
lost. The disengagement, the disidentification—the drifting away from 
physics. 


|I am so happy to be here with you all—and | truly feel that | have found 
my calling. But | do know that one reason | am here is because | am not 
a physicist. There is one less physicist in a world that needs physicists. 
There is one less woman physicist in a world that needs more women 
physicists. So that is my story of why | lowered my hand today—among 
many others—and how my worries about belonging shaped my 
behavior and engagement in ways that snowballed over time and led to 
a loss of human potential. 


